Human Security and Spiritual Insecurity: Why the Fear of Evil Forces Needs to Be Taken Seriously by Ashforth, Adam
Culture&Society
Human Security and Spiritual Insecurity
Why the Fear of Evil Forces Needs to Be Taken Seriously
Adam Ashforth
In 1994, to much fanfare, the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) introduced the concept of “human 
security,” proclaiming that this idea, “though simple, is 
likely to revolutionize society in the twenty-first century.” 
Human security, the UNDP noted in its Human Develop-
ment Report, was a way of moving beyond the emphasis on 
the territorial security of national states and the insecurity 
arising from the threat of violence by other states. Previ-
ous thinking about security, the report suggested, neglected 
the “legitimate concerns of people who sought security in 
their daily lives.” The revolutionary new concept of human 
security was to be “people-centered.” The 1994 Report out-
lined seven basic components of human security: economic, 
health, food, environmental, personal, community, and 
political security.1 
The concept of human security has emerged as a staple 
of international development policymaking and analy-
sis, embodied in, among other things, the UN Millen-
nium Development Goals.2 Opening the study of security to 
encompass issues beyond the traditional domain of relations 
among states has allowed global actors to do important work 
on global poverty, health, and violence that would not have 
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happened otherwise. The discourse 
surrounding human security, however, 
all too often ignores real issues of 
security and insecurity, such as the 
sense of danger, doubt, and fear that 
ordinary people experience when they 
perceive their hardships as being caused 
by deliberate, malicious actions. This 
is particularly true when the agents of 
harm are said to be entities, such as 
demons, evil spirits, angry ancestors, 
witches, Satanic bloodsuckers, or one 
of a host of “evil forces,” which most 
of humanity lives amidst and worries 
about, but which outside observers tend 
not to take seriously. This dimension of 
insecurity should be taken seriously.
The language of the UNDP’s Human 
Development Report betrays a com-
monplace fallacy in approaches to 
understanding questions of security 
in everyday life: “For many of them 
[‘ordinary people’] security symbolized 
protection from the threat of disease, 
hunger, unemployment, crime, social 
conflict, political repression, and envi-
ronmental hazards.”3 Few would dis-
agree these are all bad things. However, 
security is a relational concept. Prop-
er analysis of conditions of security 
and insecurity requires broad exami-
nation of the power relations within 
which people live—or think they live. 
Discussing issues of security inevitably 
requires one to discuss agency and the 
need for protection against forces—
not merely symbols—intent on causing 
harm. We should be careful, therefore, 
when speaking of the seven categories of 
human security, not to erase the actu-
al understandings of ordinary people 
concerning the forces acting on their 
daily lives to cause harm, as we subsume 
them in our metaphors and symbols of 
security. For such an erasure would not 
only constitute a form of injustice in 
itself; it might also obscure much that is 
going on in the daily lives of real people 
and frustrate efforts to make those lives 
better and more secure, in every sense.
 To put it briefly, the concept of 
human security currently in vogue will 
not suffice. The struggle to alleviate 
hardship and suffering would be better 
conceived of in terms of “wellbeing.”4 
Instead of treating security as a meta-
phor, as is often the case in work on 
human security, one needs to take seri-
ously what people say about the agents 
causing harm in their lives. A concern 
with wellbeing—of oneself and impov-
erished others—requires taking serious-
ly people’s relations with forces, agen-
cies, and entities understood as capable 
of causing harm, including those forces 
which appear simply as figments of oth-
ers’ imaginations. This is what one can 
refer to as spiritual insecurity.5 
The key to understanding this 
dimension of insecurity is to accu-
rately identify the power relations from 
which emerge the feelings of danger, 
doubt, and fear about invisible forces 
in everyday life. It then grows increas-
ingly possible to explore the connec-
tions between relations producing this 
sense of spiritual insecurity and the 
broader sets of relationships wherein 
one ordinarily identifies political, eco-
nomic, or social processes.6 
Spiritual insecurity is not merely an 
addition to the list of seven components 
of human security outlined in the 1994 
Report, and is certainly not something 
that one could add to the list under the 
conventional rubric of religion. Reli-
gion, in all its aspects, is about more 
than mere relations of power and ques-
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tions of security. Spiritual insecurity, 
on the other hand, is related to, but 
not reducible to, the fears, dangers, 
and doubts that arise from poverty, 
disease, hunger, and violence. Without 
an understanding of spiritual insecurity 
in particular contexts, the intentional 
forces interpreted as causing various 
problems for ordinary people in their 
daily lives remain mostly opaque to 
outside observers. 
Relations Producing Spiritu-
al Insecurity. Insofar as spiritual 
insecurity is concerned, in Africa and 
elsewhere, four broad sets of relations 
require examination. 
First, one should examine inter-
personal relationships, including social 
entities such as families, communities, 
organizations, and institutions, that 
emerge from these relations. One can 
explore these relatively straightforward 
relationships using ordinary methods 
of sociological inquiry. However, since 
individuals can have access to occult 
powers, relations among them can take 
unexpected forms. The everyday sociol-
ogy of occult violence is not that dif-
ferent, in terms of the attribution of 
motive and responsibility, from that 
of other forms of violence. The conse-
quences are also similar, notably in the 
form of fear, suspicion, and distrust.
The term occult, deriving from 
the Latin term occulere (to conceal), 
describes powers deployed by humans, 
either individually or collectively, which 
are somehow concealed, invisible, or 
secret. The ability to deploy such forc-
es may derive from innate capacities, 
secret knowledge of the powers and 
agencies inherent in substances (such 
as with sorcery), relations with invisible 
beings (such as with Satanism), or all 
of the above and more. As with other 
forms of power, there are legitimate 
and illegitimate uses of occult power, 
depending upon whether the cause is 
good or evil. Given that the powers 
being deployed are secret, the differ-
ence between healer and witch, herbalist 
and sorcerer, or Christian Pastor and 
Satanist is never fixed or unassailable. 
Despite the perennial efforts of those 
who openly profess access to occult 
power to demonstrate their legitimacy, 
it is not uncommon in places where 
awe of the occult prevails for healers to 
be killed as witches; priests to be slain 
as Satanists; the well-intentioned to 
be denounced as evil; or for aid agen-
cies to be seen as acting in league with 
bloodsuckers. 
Second, one should examine rela-
tions between people and substances, 
images, texts, and objects—in other 
words, the agencies inherent in mate-
rials deemed capable of causing harm. 
Vast quantities of purportedly medici-
nal substances, for example, generically 
dubbed “herbs,” are ingested in Africa; 
enormous hopes and fears are predi-
cated upon their efficacy. And for every 
ton of medicinal “herbs” concocted 
Religion, in all its aspects, is about 
more than mere relations of power and ques-
tions of security.
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in the pursuit of healing, another is 
presumed deployed in the enterprise 
of dealing death and misfortune by 
sorcery.7 
Third, one should examine relations 
between people and invisible beings. 
Social scientists typically deal with these 
relations in terms of individual belief 
and collective ritual. A vast literature 
on religion in Africa traces the history 
of institutions and the lineaments of 
dogma to the spread of world religions 
and attempts to reconstruct analogous 
patterns in African traditional reli-
gion. A relational perspective, however, 
opens the field beyond the domains 
ordinarily treated under the rubric of 
religion. Relations, as they are experi-
enced, between the spirits that inhabit 
the human body and those that inhab-
it the broader universe are mediated 
through individuals. For most who live 
with such spiritual awareness, however, 
the deepest realities of their material 
and social worlds are spiritual myster-
ies. By accepting the existence of rela-
tions between individuals and invisible 
beings, one may begin to appreciate 
the dimensions of these individuals’ 
experiences and their implications for 
ordinary aspects of human social life.
Fourth, one should examine rela-
tions among agencies inherent in per-
sonhood. The simplest way to think 
of this phenomenon is in terms of a 
process of managing power relations 
among “internal agencies,” which are 
often conceived of in English as the 
body, mind, soul, spirit, desire, and 
will. By treating psychological phenom-
ena as a set of relations, it becomes 
possible to open one’s inquiry to new 
avenues, without relying on a concept 
of belief. 
Issues of security always involve both 
objective and subjective concerns. The 
world is full of objects, agents, and 
entities that cause damage. Human 
beings have evolved complex modes 
of recognizing, avoiding, managing, 
and mastering these dangers, usually by 
thinking of them as if originating from 
deliberate actions by conscious agents. 
Hurt, that is to say, is usually felt as 
harm.8 The sense of danger or feel-
ing of fear, however rationally assessed 
from objective dangers or instinctively 
experienced, is, of course, subjective. 
Despite the fact that we may doubt the 
objectivity of actual dangers invoked, 
spiritual insecurity is real. 
In practice, discussions of security 
almost always involve efforts to distin-
guish objective dangers from subjec-
tive perceptions of threat. Efforts at 
managing dangers and seeking security, 
whether in everyday life or interstate 
relations, are predicated upon inter-
preting the nature of threats and risks. 
Efforts to understand or promote the 
conditions of human security in par-
ticular contexts, therefore, should not 
be predicated upon external presump-
tions about which entities in relations 
producing a sense of danger, doubt, 
and fear are real or objective, and which 
are mere individual ideations or shared 
beliefs. Consider the case of Satanic 
bloodsuckers in contemporary Malawi.
Making Sense of Satanic 
Bloodsucking. In December 2007 
fieldworkers for a research project in 
the southern Malawi district of Bala-
ka reported rumors of bloodsuckers 
sweeping through their area. The story 
was that the country’s president had 
made a pact with foreigners—whites—
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to supply Malawian blood for Satanic 
rituals, and was having intermediar-
ies move among the villages pumping 
the blood from unsuspecting victims. 
Some said the president was using the 
proceeds for his political campaigns, 
while others said the money was going 
into the fertilizer subsidy program. 
Residents throughout the region orga-
nized vigilante groups to patrol their 
villages. They beat or hacked to death 
several suspects. Locals concluded 
that the police were in league with the 
bloodsuckers. Police and public health 
officials convened meetings to try to 
persuade people that the rumors were 
false. The national police spokesperson 
made a statement warning “members of 
the general public . . . to refrain from 
spreading false stories about blood 
suckers in their areas when they do not 
have evidence to support their claims.”9 
After a couple of months, the rumors 
died down and the patrolling ceased. 
People concluded that there had been 
a false alarm. Bloodsuckers were still 
considered a real threat, but they had 
not been active in their area at that 
time. Similar stories have been heard 
in this part of Africa for the better part 
of a century.10 
 Human security, as presently con-
strued, provides little guidance for 
observers seeking to understand and 
improve the circumstances of people 
who see their security threatened by 
Satanic bloodsuckers, or for white 
development workers in the same region 
whose good works are interpreted as 
aiding the cause of Satan. Two Chris-
tian aid workers running an orphan-
age were suspected of being Satanists, 
with their good deeds a cover for blood 
collecting. The Catholic diocese in the 
region found its missionary priests also 
under suspicion. A major U.S. research 
project had to cancel operations for 
fear of attacks upon its fieldworkers. 
One can briefly examine the case of the 
bloodsuckers in the light of the four 
sets of relations outlined above.
First, one needs to examine how 
relations among people, ordinarily 
construed, are shaped by the blood-
sucker rumors. Clearly, the rumors 
speak to insecurities arising from social 
inequality, particularly those deriv-
ing from local Malawians’ connections 
with the outside world and whites from 
overseas. It is virtually impossible to 
grow even modestly wealthy in Mala-
wi, except through connections with 
the government, whites from overseas, 
or both. Foreign aid comprises some 
40 percent of the national budget.11 
International NGOs are among the few 
sources of regular employment for the 
educated elite. But despite the dream 
of connecting with such organizations, 
80 percent of the population survives 
by subsistence agriculture and few are 
educated beyond primary school. It is 
not hard to see why talk of bloodsuckers 
might seem plausible to villagers in this 
context. 
Second, one needs to understand 
how people interpret and manage rela-
tions with powers inherent in sub-
stances, in this case the powers enabling 
bloodsuckers to instantaneously pump 
blood from their victims. Vigilantes 
believed that the vampires were using 
occult powers to achieve their evil ends. 
This conviction grew steadily over 
time, growing apace with their failure 
to apprehend any actual bloodsuckers. 
The presumption that bloodsuckers 
used occult means similar to witchcraft 
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also hindered efforts by public health 
officials to persuade people that blood 
pumping on the scale imagined was 
impossible. 
Third, relations with and amongst 
spirit beings in this part of the world 
have undergone radical changes in 
recent years, driven by the rapid spread 
of Pentecostal proselytizing. About 
8 percent of people in this region 
describe themselves as Pentecostal, but 
the figure belies the significance of 
this movement, particularly as word 
spreads of Pentecostal pastors claiming 
the ability to cure AIDS.12  Pentecostal 
preachers, many of whom are white 
Americans, offer their flock a sense of 
direct access to the Holy Spirit, which 
promises to relieve problems of illness, 
poverty, and social dislocation in their 
congregants’ lives. There is also much 
talk of alternate spiritual agencies and 
demons, organized in a hierarchy of 
evil power headed by Satan. Pentecostal 
healing rituals, for example, routinely 
involve the pastor “delivering” his con-
gregants from the powers of demons. 
In this context, the concept of blood-
sucking, which has existed in these parts 
for almost a century, takes on a new 
form. Whereas older versions of the 
rumor posited that whites were engag-
ing African intermediaries to collect 
blood because whites could not survive 
in the tropics without it, the new ver-
sions frame the story in terms of whites 
needing African blood for purposes of 
Satanic initiation rituals.13 These rituals 
open access to wealth and power both 
for the whites—including international 
aid workers—and their African inter-
mediaries.
Fourth, blood serves a key role in the 
politics of personhood. The discus-
sion of blood in these regions resonates 
with traditions of healing and health 
maintenance, offering rich resources 
for speculating on the powers inher-
ent in the vital fluid. Lessons regard-
ing the dangers of contact with blood, 
particularly through sex, along with the 
importance of managing hot and cool 
bodily states, have long been taught in 
the formal contexts of initiation schools 
and reinforced in the medium of every-
day gossip.14 In recent years, people in 
this part of the world have learned that 
blood is both the home of the virus 
causing AIDS and the source of resis-
tance to the disease. Malawi has been 
hard hit by the HIV/AIDS epidemic, 
with a national prevalence hovering 
around 15 percent.15 Three-quarters of 
the deaths in parts of Malawi are AIDS-
related.16 Both the advent of AIDS and 
information about HIV as an infec-
tious agent present in blood have led to 
speculation about blood. When health 
authorities sought a local equivalent for 
translating the word “virus,” they chose 
the Chichewa term for a small animal 
that is also used in witchcraft.17 
As this brief example shows, making 
sense of matters such as bloodsuck-
ing, Satanism, witchcraft, sorcery, or 
a thousand other sources of danger 
in people’s everyday lives, requires a 
framework for interpreting the dan-
gers, doubts, and fears arising from 
relations with invisible forces. That 
is to say, it requires analysis of spiri-
tual insecurity. Failure to understand 
the everyday threats posed by invisible 
forces can produce unforeseen and 
unintended consequences, adding to 
the perplexity of those who wonder why 
their well-intentioned efforts at devel-
opment fail.
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A Pragmatic Approach to 
Spiritual Insecurity. Security is 
a central preoccupation of the global 
development industry. Famine, dis-
ease, and climate change, among other 
things, are constantly referred to in the 
language of security, and not mere-
ly as potential problems that might 
require military action by states. Secu-
rity, broadly conceived, has come to be 
thought of as an end in itself for the 
development process. But the way the 
concept is currently construed is inad-
equate for understanding the sense of 
danger, doubt, and fear that afflicts a 
great part of the world’s population.
For reasons that remain obscure, 
humans seem to have evolved a sense—
we might call it a conviction—that their 
security depends upon agencies and 
entities that are sometimes described as 
supernatural, extra-human, spiritual, 
or invisible. To paraphrase a former 
senior adviser to President George W. 
Bush, most people, in most places, 
do not appear to live in “reality-based 
communities.”18 Realists ignore this fact 
at their peril. Over the past couple of 
centuries, a small group of elites have 
cast suspicions upon these convictions, 
calling them mere products of the 
human mind or forms of belief, and 
thus irreducibly subjective. However, 
most people throughout human his-
tory have lived in ways that are premised 
upon a shared understanding of these 
entities and the forces they embody.19 
Conventionally, these matters are 
discussed within the context of reli-
gion. Such a narrow framing of the 
issue, however, ties it too closely to the 
concepts of belief and faith. A better 
solution is to open the analysis of power 
relations, upon which human security 
ultimately depends, to include relations 
with other agencies and entities beyond 
that which is merely human. This is not 
as outlandish as it might sound.
Security is a relational concept. 
Whatever it is that one discusses when 
speaking of security and its absence, one 
is referring to a feature of relations—
more specifically, power relations with 
entities intent on causing harm. Thus, 
proper analysis of conditions of security 
and insecurity requires broad examina-
tion of the power relations within which 
people live—or think they live. Where 
people see themselves as living in rela-
tions with invisible beings and powers, 
which is almost everywhere, failure to 
take account of these relations as part 
of everyday social relationships—rather 
than mere beliefs—will prevent a proper 
understanding of the questions of secu-
rity relevant to that particular context.
Making sense of matters...requires 
a framework for interpreting the dangers, 
doubts, and fears arising from relations with 
invisible forces.
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